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Chapter One

 

Xochitl

 

Halloween. This was my night, and nobody would fuck it up. Determination coursed through my veins for tonight’s show to be our best damn performance ever. I owed it to my friends.

I opened the closet door and took out my costume, a wedding dress, dyed black. Sylvis, our guitarist and my best friend, chose this year’s costume theme to be obscure horror movie characters. With an upside-down cross earring, tiara, and poofy ’80s hair, I hoped some people would recognize me as Angela from Night of The Demons. If not, at least I’d still be seen as classically goth.

When I met Sylvis in the hall, I grinned at the sight of her blonde wig and pink baby-doll dress. The sloppy crimson lipstick lines drawn down her cheekbones and over her eyebrows in the shape of a heart were a dead giveaway. She’d also picked a character from Night of the Demons: Suzanne, who’d had an iconic scene with a tube of lipstick.

Neither of us told each other about our costume choices. The coincidence had to be a result of us being inseparable since the third grade.

Her blue eyes swept over my costume with an appreciative grin. “Great minds, Xochitl. Great minds.”

She drew the syllables of my name out. So-She.

Aurora and Beau took forever to join us downstairs, both dressed as cenobites from the Hellraiser movies. The only reason I could tell them apart was that I’d never seen Pinhead with breasts before. Beau, our bassist, dressed up as the female cenobite…who’s depressingly known just as “the female cenobite” in the film credits. Beau loved doing drag, but he rarely did it when we played gigs.

Sylvis frowned at them. “I said the theme was obscure horror films, not famous classics!”

Beau waved her off with a hand worthy of a pageant queen. “We’re not as creative as you two. Besides, we look fabulous.”

I nodded, admiring them both. The vinyl outfits were custom or tailored from expensive S&M store attire. Beau’s sexy dress, complete with a realistic breastplate, was to be envied, but Aurora’s makeup job with the meticulously placed “pins” blew my mind. So that’s who’d been spray painting toothpicks.

“How did you get the pins to stick?”

Aurora grinned, her smile at odds with the creepy black contacts and white face paint. “Liquid latex. Beau has a lot of tricks.”

“You didn’t cut your hair, did you?” I asked with alarm. She had gorgeous hair.

Beau shook his head. “Of course not! I let her use one of my bald caps. The rest of it is tucked under the high collar in back.”

They’d out-Halloweened me, I realized with a twinge of envy. I always rocked this holiday…until this year, when I somehow forgot about it. What was wrong with me? The blow softened as they admired mine and Sylvis’s costumes.

“You guys nailed Night of the Demons. I wish we’d thought of it.” She pulled out her phone and glanced at the time. “We better hustle if we wanna make it in time for load-in.”

When we formed our band, Rage of Angels, it became our tradition to do a concert every Halloween. Our first ones were at keggers in the backwoods of northern Idaho. Nowadays, the most exclusive venues would pay us a fortune to grace their hallowed grounds. But we still played the annual show at the club that gave us our start: The Mortuary in Bothell. Though in the middle of nowhere, the club remained popular because it was near a reputed haunted cemetery.

“You look out of it,” Aurora commented as we hauled our instruments out to the van. “Are you burnt out from the tour?”

I nodded, trying not to trip over Isis, my blue point Siamese cat who wove around my ankles. “I think so. When I woke up this morning, I didn’t even know where I was.”

Sylvis carried her guitar case. “That’s understandable since we just got back from our tour. I think rock stars see more hotel rooms than hookers.”

I laughed, then flinched as raindrops pattered on my head and shoulders. Isis growled and darted back into the house.

“I fucking hate rain.” My voice came out harsher than I intended, due to lack of sleep.

Aurora raised a brow. “We’re in Seattle. I figured you’d be used to it by now.”

We packed our gear into Aurora’s van and were off. As I watched misty raindrops hit the back window, a strange sense of foreboding washed over me.

My best friend leaned over to whisper in my ear. “You’re having the dreams again, aren’t you?”

I nodded, the back of my neck prickling. “Every night.”

They’d started when I was seventeen, right after my mom died. Almost every night, I walked in a garden of dying black roses. Two moons shone in an alien sky as a shadowed man in a black cloak beckoned me. His presence filled me with unfathomable longing, doing strange things to my insides. I always awoke before I reached him, covered with goosebumps and a need for something I couldn’t identify.

The more I had the dream of the shadowy man and the world with two moons, the more disoriented I became.

I shook my head; the cross earring slapped my cheek. I tried to convince myself my imagination just ran wild…that I was only pissed because it was raining on my favorite holiday, but my foreboding refused to abate. I clutched my guitar as if it were my baby blanket.

Beau admonished Sylvis not headbang too much and dislodge her wig, but I barely heard a word he said. However, when we arrived at The Mortuary, and I saw everything decorated for Halloween, my spirits lifted.

Taffeta, velvet, plastic, and other various materials rustled around us as we waded through the crowd, hefting our instruments. The breathtaking array of colors and textures made me giddy. On an average day, people who frequented The Mortuary dressed weirdly, but tonight, on Halloween, few even looked human. Faces under glowing masks and elaborate makeup gazed eerily at us under the red and black lights. Even now, the spooky ambiance of the holiday made me feel like a kid playing hide-and-seek with the boogeyman.

Dominic, the club owner, greeted us while his house crew took our gear and readied the stage. While Aurora chatted with him over the night’s setlist, I scanned the crowd once more as if I expected to see the shadow man. His words in last night’s dream echoed in my head.

I’m coming for you.

My stomach tightened. Had he said that before in the other dreams?

Irritation chased off the unfamiliar sensation. Determined not to let him distract me from my favorite gig, I straightened my spine. This night was mine, damn it.
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Zareth

 

Zareth Amotken, high sorcerer of Aisthanesthai, wove through the crowd of jabbering mortals, his lip curled in scorn at their lack of magic. With such tepid fare, his hydra would starve if he remained too long in this desolate world. Already, his power dwindled. Disdain faded to unease at that prospect. Zareth quashed the debilitating emotion. He would secure Xochitl and be back in his own world tonight.

The mortals stepped warily to the side as he passed, either intimidated by his height or because they sensed that he was other. He wore a hooded cloak to conceal his luminescent hair, even though unnatural colored tresses swarmed his vision. He likely didn’t need to worry about anything except for his hands, which he kept in his pockets.

Delgarias had been right. Locating Xochitl Leonine had been simple.

“She shines like a beacon,” the Keeper of the Prophecy had told him. “And she’ll smell like a banquet to your hydra. Even if she didn’t, she’d be easy to find.”

“Why is that?”

“She’s the lead singer of a world-famous heavy metal band. They call themselves Rage of Angels.”

Zareth had gaped at the faelin high sorcerer in disbelief. “She’s a troubadour? The bastard daughter of Mephistopheles and the princess of Medicia, the one who will save our world, is naught but a minstrel?”

“Think about it, Zareth. What else would she be given the words of the Prophecy?”

“‘With her triumphant roar...’” His eyes widened at the implication. “You can’t be serious.”

“Has the prophecy ever lied?”

Now, here he stood, in a raucous Earth realm tavern on the Spirit Feast—what the people here called Halloween—to at last lay eyes on the woman he’d been dream-summoning for the last four years.

As he wove through the costumed masses, he detected several non-human presences. One could be Xochitl, though it was doubtful as the stage remained empty. Strengthening his shields, Zareth surveyed the crowd.

His breath caught when he glimpsed two dark-haired men. They were Mephistopheles’s fallen monsters.

Two millennia ago, the would-be god created some metaphysical mutation, which morphed humans into blood-drinking monsters with unnatural strength. They’d acted as his foot soldiers until they’d displeased him, forever banished to Earth, punished to live in a world free of magic.

Zareth couldn’t think of a worse punishment.

Eyeing the creatures, who the people here called vampires, he wondered if they had a connection with Xochitl. After all, she was Mephistopheles’s daughter. Zareth prayed they were only here for the music. He had no wish to interact with those abominations.

The lights dimmed, and all went still as a vampire appeared on the stage. His fangs gleamed in the stage lights. The humans grinned in admiration, assuming the teeth were part of his costume.

“Welcome to the annual Mortuary Halloween bash!” the vampire shouted. “As many of you know, tonight’s honored guests got their start in my club. Some of you even saw them doing covers of Megadeth, Iron Maiden, and my personal favorite, Metal Church.”

The creature owned this establishment. Zareth ground his teeth in disgust.

“Despite landing a major record deal and recording two platinum albums, they’ve never forgotten us. Every Halloween, they perform a concert, and all the proceeds go to a charitable cause. This year your cover charge and drinks will help homeless veterans.” The vampire spread his arms wide. “Without further ado, I present to you, Rage of Angels!”

Zareth felt her before she emerged. Once again, Delgarias had been correct in his assertions. Xochitl’s radiant presence and effervescent power washed over him like a force that made his knuckles tighten.

He cursed her inwardly. Foolish creature. Hadn’t her mother taught her to shield properly? His hydra, a bodiless demon that gave him immortality, roiled with hunger for her essence.

The audience erupted into a cacophony as Rage of Angels came into view. Zareth’s breath caught at his first sight of the savior of his world. Delicate and ethereal, her fine-boned features and pearlescent skin made the humans around her seem coarse by comparison. Her black and purple waist-length hair gleamed under the stage lights. Unbidden, his gaze swept across her firm, lush breasts, and exquisitely curved hips, drinking in the sight of her like a man starved.

Lust, hot and immediate, surged through him in a relentless wave. Zareth sucked in a breath. That wasn’t what he was here for. She was an imperative means to a crucial end. Still, the intensity of his unexpected desire caught him off guard. He’d been too busy with his studies to crave female companionship often. He shook his head. Maybe it had been too long since he’d shared pleasure with a woman?

So captivated with her beauty, he hadn’t taken notice of her costume. The full-skirted black taffeta dress at first resembled a ball gown, but the lace veil on her head clarified its true purpose. Many of his people also wore such veils for the same occasion.

It was a wedding gown.

The realization gave him a twinge of unease. Could her garb be an omen? The foreboding dissolved into fury when she hugged the vampire. Zareth’s fists clenched in an effort not to charge forward and tear her from the monster’s embrace.

A red haze obscured his vision, even after the vampire left the stage and Xochitl addressed her audience. Outrage kept him from hearing her words. What did she think she was doing, consorting with those things? Protective rage coursed through him, making his shadow spell waver.

His hydra roared in protest. No! She is mine!

A memory froze him. He’d uttered those words in a dream-summoning mere years ago. Something had intruded upon Xochitl’s dream. Had it been a vampire?

Every fiber of his being longed to incinerate every blood drinker in sight. Only the dangers of revealing himself stayed his hand.

The other vampires congregated at the base of the stage, scanning the crowd with narrowed, watchful eyes.

They’d positioned guards. Have they sensed me? Zareth held his breath, poised to fight if necessary. So they meant to protect Xochitl and the others. A slight measure of his hostility waned, though his distrust remained.

Music filled the air and banished all thoughts of the loathsome creatures.

Heavy metal was an explosion on the senses. The wailing guitars, throbbing bass, staccato drums, and the vocalist’s enraged screams evoked a primal life force within its listeners. A force that had them thrashing and jumping with exhilaration…a force that stirred his hydra into a frenzy. It spread its invisible form outward, opened its mouths, and fed. Zareth closed his eyes in pleasure, rejuvenated from his exhausting effort of coming through the portal to this world.

Zareth had heard electric guitars before, but he’d never heard the instruments distorted and played in such a blistering style. Leaning forward in fascination, he tried to decide whether or not he liked this music. Either way, it had power.

An impossibly fast drumbeat pounded through his consciousness. Whipping his attention to the source of the sound, Zareth studied the drummer. This one wore a costume even more elaborate than the singer. Her face was covered with white face paint, a cap to make her appear bald concealed her hair, and silver pins protruded from her face and skull like a pallid pincushion. But the odd costume wasn’t what captured Zareth’s attention. This woman held a glimmer of magic. Humans of that ilk were rare on Earth, descending from the time when mages, faelin, and luminites dwelled here until they were persecuted by non-magical humans. However, he was unsurprised that Xochitl and this woman had become friends. They must have sensed their kinship, as Zareth could.

Guitars joined the rhythm, and he shifted his scrutiny to the other minstrels. The bass player also held power…and so did the guitarist. They all did.

“How in the realms?” he whispered, staring in shock.

For two of them to meet was probable, but four?

His speculation broke off as Xochitl’s voice permeated his consciousness. Rich and operatic, punctuated by bone-chilling screams of rage, it was more than pleasing to his ears. Her voice was thick with power, which imbued its listeners with pure, unadulterated emotion.

Zareth closed his eyes and pictured the people of Aisthanesthai hearing this voice…their passions renewed, their magic rejuvenated enough to bring forth the dawn of their salvation.
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Xochitl

 

By the time Dominic mounted the stage and introduced us, I was ready to rock.

The audience roared as Sylvis and I picked up our guitars and waved. Beau slipped the strap of his bass over his shoulders, and Aurora sat down before her drum kit.

“It’s All Hallows’ fucking eve!” I screamed into the microphone as the crowd cheered. “The night of tricks, treats, witches and Sabbats! So tonight, we’re going to have our own Sabbat. We’re going to rage and have a hell of a night!”

Applause filled my ears, silenced as I struck the opening chords on my guitar and shrieked the first words of the song. The people in the mosh pit thrashed and jumped. The notes on Sylvis’s guitar ripped the air. Aurora’s drums pounded, and Beau’s bass reverberated through the floor as he roared the background lyrics.

The moshing masses below became a blur, fading from my awareness as the song progressed. I concentrated on nothing but the soaring notes of my voice and playing my guitar, going through the process of losing myself to the music once more.

Nothing else mattered. Nothing existed but the pulsing rhythm of the drums, the deep vibrations of the bass, the soul-piercing melody of our guitars, and the resonance of my voice rising out of my being, lightening my spirit and celebrating everything.

My soul throbbed in intoxicated ecstasy. I felt alive, pure, at peace. But most of all, I wasn’t lonely. I belonged.

Beau strummed the rhythm to the next song, and my attention returned to the music. I straightened my spine and willed my mind and body into the power stance I used on stage and…if the situation merited, a potential fight. I watched the crowd’s eyes widen and knew I looked bigger now. My cat taught me the trick.

As we finished the song, the audience held its breath in collective anticipation as Sylvis’s guitar breathed its last vestige of passion. My best evil grin spread across my face. This was my favorite part. I clenched my fists and gathered the inhuman force within. It built in the center of my chest, shot down my arms and out of my hands. Twin purple fireballs raced over the heads of the crowd, curving upwards at the last second.

I basked in the applause of my “special effects,” doing my best not to bust out with a Beavis n’ Butthead laugh and shriek, “Fire! Fire!”

As the fireballs climbed toward the club’s high ceiling, their reflection flickered in the eyes of a man…black eyes, rimmed with silver. My heart stopped, my legs turned into pudding. A black hood obscured his features, but not enough to hide those eyes. It was him.

His eyes catapulted me back into the dream.

I walked through the garden of black roses. My hair lay like a heavy blanket over my back and shoulders, a welcome warmth against the cool wind whispering through the thorny bushes. Goosebumps rose on my skin. It shouldn’t have been cold enough to dispel my magic, but this place rendered me as powerless as the human I’d once believed myself to be.

I looked up at the sky, frowning at the two moons, one a silver crescent amongst the stars—not silver like poets say Earth’s moon is, but true silver like the finest jewelry. The other was gold as Egyptian treasure.

A rustling sound pulled my attention back to my surroundings. All around me, roses withered and died. The petals shriveled until they resembled flattened prunes. They dried with a crackle and fell to the ground. Dead leaves rained upon the garden. Thorny branches curled in upon themselves like gnarled, arthritic hands.

I pulled my robe tight across my breasts and shivered. I hated this part. Something pulled in my chest as I watched things die in fast-forward. Fog poured in with the speed of stage effects.

Shadows slithered through the air. Darkness flowed around and through my body to converge around a figure gliding toward me. He towered over me like a movie villain. Face obscured by the night and the cowl that covered his head, only his eyes were visible. They glowed in the moonlight like lightning-struck obsidian. His power thundered through my being, almost bringing me to my knees.

I resisted. No one would bring me down. I’d die on my feet, or stand triumphant.

I turned to run, and the branches of the rose bushes reached out. Thorns caught my clothes, trapping me until I whirled back around to face the shadowy man. He opened his arms as if offering a safe haven in the velvet folds of his cloak.

“Come to me.” His voice was deep, rich, decadent.

Unbidden, my lips parted, and my belly tied itself in knots. My skin tingled, my heart pounded. Part of me longed for the warmth of his embrace, the feel of his lips on mine. The other part resisted the consuming power of my attraction, reluctant to give up my sense of self. I’d never been so affected by another person before. Only he made me feel this way.

Unable to resist the compulsion, my feet waded through the fog that curled around him like something alive, bringing me closer.

Awareness returned as the audience murmured in confusion. How long had I been zoning out? Sylvis met my gaze, eyes full of concern. I looked back at the crowd.

The shadowy man remained in place.

He mouthed his command once more. “Come to me.”

Either I was going crazy, or the man of my dreams was real.
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Zareth

 

He stared at the twin bolts of fire that Xochitl shot over the audience. Such power, such control…such irresponsibility.

“The little fool,” he muttered.

Oblivious to his scrutiny, Xochitl’s lush lips curved in a blissful smile that filled him with heat, despite his chagrin. Then, her honey-brown eyes met his and lit with recognition. Zareth sucked in a breath as electricity jolted between them. That sweet mouth opened, and time froze for an indeterminable instant before she turned her attention back to the microphone and thanked the audience.

Zareth smiled in triumph. She recognized him. His dream magic had worked after all. The question was, how much of his communication had she understood? Did she know that his world was dying, that it was her destiny to save it? Or had her dreams of him been as indiscernible and fleeting as his?

He shrugged. It didn’t matter anymore. Soon he would learn everything she knew.

As Xochitl sang along with a blistering guitar riff, he closed his eyes…and released his hydra again. He fed until sated. Magic coursed through his veins with more power than he’d had since the sun vanished from his world.

Power that would sustain him until it was time to take her to his realm.

 




Chapter Two

 

Xochitl

 

“You okay?” Sylvis peered at me as we headed to the VIP section.

I took a deep breath and composed myself before anyone else noticed my shock. Sylvis was the only one who knew I was different. Okay, my friend Akasha knew too, but we had a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy because she had some big secrets of her own.

“I’m fine.” I giggled, but it sounded like something out of a sanitarium. “I’ll tell ya later. We have autographs to sign and friends to see.” My gaze roved the crowd, though I wasn’t looking for fans. Where did he go?

 She raised a skeptical brow. “Really.”

We stared each other down like gunslingers in a spaghetti western. … Or maybe more like Blazing Saddles.

She pushed the blonde bangs of her wig off her sweaty forehead. “Okay.”

The line of bouncers nodded to us and raised the velvet rope. Beau slowed his pace to drop behind them and check out their muscles.

A few fans crept my way, pens held in trembling hands, like slinking puppies expecting to get kicked.

They must have picked up on my tension, because they stayed just long enough for me to sign my name on pictures and stuff before hurrying over to the other members of the band. Most of the time, I could coax a bit of small talk, but not tonight. I sighed and sipped my hard cider. Now I was the one who felt like a kicked puppy.

Unbidden, the dark man’s eyes flashed in my mind, sending tremors down my spine.

I used to believe the man of my dreams was my knight in black armor, some dark prince who would whisk me away to happily ever after. During my high school years, when it seemed every girl had dates to the prom, while the boys shrank away from me and called me a freak, I consoled myself with the conviction that soon the dark man would come and claim me.

Years passed, and he never came. After a while, I stopped believing the self-spun fairy tale. Partly because my dream of becoming a rock star had come true, but mostly because I’d come to accept that he wasn’t real. Further, more mature analysis of the dreams made me realize the dreams weren’t that romantic anyway. After all, who would court a girl with dying roses?

I took a big swig of cider as I struggled to calm down. He couldn’t have been real. It was just exhaustion from the tour. A hallucination.

Yet I couldn’t stop looking for him as I sat on the barstool, swiveling back and forth, sipping my drink, and puffing my vape. Between the fucked-up dreams and the dream-man-turned-real, I had no idea what to do. For years I’d wished for this encounter, rehearsed everything I would say to him. But every word vanished when I gave up on finding him. Now I just wanted to live my life and have fun like a normal person.

My eyes scanned the club, searching through the costumed masses for the black-cloaked figure. He remained out of sight. I shrugged and turned back to my friends. Maybe he’d given up and decided to leave me alone. I took a deep inhale of my vape and blew out a cloud, wishing I had a real smoke.

No, I shook my head. He was here. I’d seen him. My stomach dipped again. Why hadn’t he approached me yet? What did he want? And what would I say to him if we came face to face? Not for the first time, I wondered, was he like me? Longing seized my heart. I’d been alone for so long.

Too fidgety to sit still for long, I downed the rest of my drink. Fine. I’d seek him out.

The bouncers gave me a nod when I left the VIP area. The crowd parted as I crossed the dance floor, as if afraid to touch me. Would he experience the same aversion to me?

I barely completed the thought when I collided with him. Silently assessing each other, we froze in a moment I’d anticipated forever.

Well over six feet tall, he towered over me, dark eyes burning with an intensity that made me tremble. He’d lowered the hood of his cloak, and for the first time, I saw his face. Its fine chiseled planes made his visage look both noble and ruthless. His eyes were dark indigo, with silver lines through the irises. And his hair, wow, I’d never seen anything like it. The strands were translucent and shot with alternating cores of black and silver.

He swept a courtly bow suited to his elegant black velvet robes.

“Dance with me,” he said.

Shivers ran down my spine. He was dangerous. Not in the forbidden oh-God-what-if-people-find-out kinda way like dating a fellow musician. No, this was serious. This went beyond the risk of damaging my reputation or getting my feelings hurt. I knew if I touched him, I’d lose something worse than a reputation. In his embrace, I could lose my soul.

And yet, he drew me like a magnet.

“Dance with me,” he repeated, eyes holding mine. His accent was one I’d never heard before, delectable as butter yet full of dangerous spice.

“I can’t dance,” I mumbled, unable to hear my protest above the chaotic party and my raging emotions. After all these years, he asked for something that sounded so mundane—I’d never danced with a man before. Did he somehow know that? Was he mocking me?

His eyes flared as a sinister smile curled his lips, making my knees weak. “That wasn’t a question.”

With lightning grace, he seized my hands and pulled me to him. My body tingled like a live wire at the contact.

“Fine, but it’ll be your feet that get bruised.” Sylvis and I had earned our black belts in Kung-Fu, but I was a disaster on the dance floor. Hell, I had more coordination when I played with Aurora’s drums. And I didn’t want to dance. I wanted to talk.

The smirk widened on his chiseled lips. “I won’t let that happen.”

His confidence would make it even funnier when I tripped him. It would serve him right for subjecting me to all these odd feelings.

“Who are you, and why have you been following me?” I asked, not yet having the nerve to bring up the dreams.

“Don’t you recognize me?” His head cocked to the side as he dipped me low.

“Well, yeah, but…” I trailed off as I looked down at my feet.

Something was wrong.

The dark man lifted me into his arms, holding me tantalizingly close before spinning me with a flick of his wrist. It was like one of those dance competition shows. I was moving in perfect tandem with him.

But I wasn’t doing it.

I opened my mouth to say something, but then he released my hand and gripped the other harder before he spun me again. Against my will, I pirouetted around him like I’d been doing it for years.

I should be afraid. The thought roared in my mind.

If I was human, I’d be terrified. He had total control over my movements as if I were a puppet. I jerked away, breaking his hold. Before I fell on my ass, he caught my hand. Relief flooded me that I could get away if I tried.

“Please, trust me.” His voice was gentle and imploring. 

The strange magic returned, coordinating our movements once more. I looked back down at my feet. I was dancing. Like in the movies! My chest tightened. Maybe my dreams had predicted romance after all.

I glanced over at my friends. They gaped at us like mental patients.

“Why are you here?” I finally asked.

His expression changed to something potent and indecipherable. “Before I can tell you, I need to verify that you’re the one I seek.” He dipped me again. “You’re smaller than I expected.”

“Oh, that’s original.” I hated when people said that, though at least his tone wasn’t condescending.

“My apologies for my lack of cleverness.” He inclined his head and twirled me. The skirt of my gown flared out like a bell. “It’s just that my perspective is so different, with meeting you in person at last.”

A bubble of laughter escaped my lips as I once more broke his magic hold. He was one to talk. Had he been this tall in my dreams? So imposing? So unearthly beautiful? I tamped down the dangerous line of thought and focused on the matter at hand. “Who are you?”

His answer was infuriatingly vague. “I am Zareth Amotken, High Sorcerer of Aisthanesthai.”

Zareth. I had an urge to taste the name on my tongue. Was he really a sorcerer? He certainly looked the part. “And what do you need to verify?” My voice sounded breathless as he released me, breaking the tantalizing contact

The song ended, and he extended his hand as if requesting another dance. “Come with me, and I will show you.”

I stared at his outstretched fingers in mute awe, realizing what was so striking about them. His fingers were longer than normal, not quite Nosferatu long, but still noticeably long. Yet I found them strangely beautiful.

Unbidden, my hand reached toward his.

A man stepped between us.

“Come with me,” he said gently, as if coaxing a cowering animal out from under a bush. “I can keep you safe from him.”

For a moment, I couldn’t help but stare at him. With his sun-kissed skin and golden blond hair, he looked like a fairytale prince. His blue velvet doublet brought out the cornflower shade of his eyes. Not my type, but my, he was pretty. Was he a sorcerer too?

Zareth glared at the newcomer in fierce recognition. Then his gaze met mine, blazing with intensity, yet somehow pleading. His jaw clenched, and he shook his head in firm negation. Clearly, he didn’t want me anywhere near this other guy.

I looked back at my alleged rescuer. “Who are you?”

“My name is Stefan Carcineris.” He gave a bow identical to Zareth’s. “People from my land call me the Winter Prince.”

With his strange accent and the fact that my dream stalker seemed to know him, I was betting Stefan also came from that strange place in my dreams. Hell, even their accents were similar. “I don’t know, Steve…”

Those angelic features turned brittle. “Don’t call me Steve.” His voice softened, banishing the former note of petulant irritation. “Please, my lady, we must hurry.” He tugged on my arm.

I yanked myself from his grasp. Despite his offer of protection, something unnerved me about him. And in a completely different way than Zareth, who at least seemed to be honest, even if he was cryptic. Steve’s saccharine attitude combined with a flash of coldness through the mask made me certain he wasn’t the gallant he was pretending to be.

“I don’t think I want to go anywhere with either of you.” I needed time to think.

“Is there a problem?” Dominic Slade, the club owner approached. He glared at the men, baring a gleaming set of fangs. I blinked, impressed at his costume. Those things looked so real they could be movie quality.

Stefan blanched like he believed the club owner was a real vampire. Zareth gave Dominic a long stare rife with abject hatred, as if considering attacking him.

“No problem at all,” I assured him, not wanting any more trouble. “I was just heading back to my table.”

Dominic nodded curtly before turning back to the men. His face contorted with wrath I’d never witnessed from him before. “You both need to leave. This is a private party, and I don’t see your stamps.”

Stefan gave the club owner another wary look before inclining his head and stalking off. On his way out the door, he glanced over his shoulder at me and smirked. Zareth watched Stefan’s retreat, eyes narrowed into slits of fury. His gaze shifted back to me, and the anger bled into something different, but no less potent.

“We will speak again soon,” he said and followed Stefan outside.

“What the hell was that all about?” Aurora demanded the moment I returned to our table.

“No fucking clue,” I answered honestly. With a grateful nod, I seized the fresh new bottle of hard cider someone ordered for me.

Beau laughed. “That blond guy was cute, but there’s something about the tall one. I wanna know where he got that wig.” Amusement faded from his features, replaced by scrutiny. “When did you learn how to dance like that, anyway?”

Shit. I couldn’t think of an excuse for the miraculous deftness of my uncoordinated feet. Sylvis noticed my unease and gave me a subtle nod of understanding. She knew there was an unnatural explanation.

“Hey,” she changed the subject. “At least you’re finally getting some action.”

I wished it was the kind of action she implied. “Must be the wedding dress.”

“I knew you should have done the demon makeup,” Beau teased.

My laughter rang hollow as confusion spun through my head. Now that I’d given up on the existence of my dream man, he’d appeared in the flesh… along with some other strange guy. And they both wanted me to go with them to God knew where.

Should I have left with Zareth when he’d asked? Or was he dangerous, and I was wrong to turn down Stefan’s offer of protection?

“You looked intense with the tall one,” Aurora’s speculative tone cut through my musings. “It seemed like you know him.”

I took another swig of cider. “No, I don’t know him.” It wasn’t a complete lie.

Beau waggled his brows. “Do you want to?”

I thought about it. If Stefan hadn’t interrupted us, would Zareth have explained what the dreams meant? “Maybe.”

My mind spun like a hamster in a wheel. God, I needed a cigarette, and not one of the fake vapor things. Grabbing my purse, I scooted off my bar stool. “I’m going out for a smoke.”

“Aw, Xochitl.” The disappointment in Sylvis’s voice almost gave me pause. “But you’d been doing so well.”

Beau waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “After a dance like that, she needs one.”

I nodded and hefted my bag over my shoulder. I headed to the front door and stopped. Stefan and Zareth had gone out that way. Instead, I went out the back, gathering my magic just in case one of them lurked in wait. I shivered in the cold October air, flinching as raindrops pattered my hair and shoulders. That was one thing I hated about Seattle. It rained all the damned time.

To my relief, I didn’t see either of the strange men. Even better, I wasn’t alone in the little brick cordoned smoking area. A witch, a Ghostbuster, and Jason Voorhees huddled near the ashtray, or at least I think it was Jason. The guy pushed up his hockey mask so he could smoke.

“Angela!” the Ghostbuster said with a huge grin as he saw me.

I gave him a high five. It was about time someone else recognized my costume. Digging through my purse, I found my crumpled emergency pack and withdrew a smoke. The Ghostbuster lit it, and I closed my eyes in bliss.

“Night of the Demons is one of my favorites,” my smoking buddy said.

I nodded and let him ramble on, savoring my forbidden vice as calm seeped into my bones. Zareth had said we would speak again soon. Of that, I had no doubt. And maybe then he wouldn’t be so damn obscure.

Movement flickered from the corner of my eye. I looked to my right at the empty, dark alley, dumpsters, and shadows. Dizziness swam through my head. I was getting a buzz from the cigarette. I looked to the left. The dizziness ebbed away. The witch and Jason put out their cigarettes and headed inside.

I frowned. Neither finished theirs, and smokes were expensive these days.

The back of my neck prickled, and again I felt a sense of movement behind me. I turned back to the right, and the dizziness returned. This time, I peered closer into the alley. The air rippled as if the sight before me was a mirage.

The Ghostbuster crushed out his cigarette, again unfinished. “I’m going inside. Would you be up for talking about more movies? I’ll buy you a drink.”

Feigning interest, I nodded. “Okay. See you in a few.”

I took another drag of my cigarette, this time blowing the smoke at the ripple. Hell, it worked for ghosts. Slices of light and movement became visible in the blue haze. My neck tingled again as I heard voices coming from the seeming emptiness.

With careful steps, I walked further into the shadows, opening my senses like my cat had taught me. The air rippled like a heatwave, and then I saw them. Stefan and Zareth circled each other, faces twisted into masks of fiery hatred.

Stefan sneered at Zareth. “Give up, brother. No woman would ever consent to go willingly with the Lord of Storm and Shadow.”

My jaw dropped. Brother? They looked so opposite I never would have guessed. However, Zareth did indeed look like a “Lord of Storm and Shadow” …whatever that was.

Zareth’s eyes flashed sparks. “I don’t need her to be willing.”

Before I could protest that sentiment, something whitish and translucent burst from Stefan’s fingers, flying through the air like daggers. Zareth swept his hand in a wide arc, making the objects halt in midair before dropping to the ground and shattering. At first, the glistening shards looked like glass. Then they melted, leaving puddles of water on the asphalt.

Ice. I gasped. That guy shot ice out of his fingers. My cigarette dropped from numb fingers.

Zareth gathered his power. I could feel it like static electricity nipping at my skin. Fine hairs rose on my arms.

Lightning shot out of his fingers, straight at his rival. Stefan threw out his arms, and a shimmering bubble formed around him. The lightning flickered and bounced around the shield, reminding me of the time travel effects in the Terminator movies.

But then the shield wavered and a thin, jagged line of electricity pierced through the metaphysical membrane. Stefan jerked like a puppet on a string. He looked so ridiculous that I covered my mouth to hold back laughter.

Guttural words spat from his mouth as his hands traced a rapid pattern in the air. Blue light flashed over Zareth, paralyzing him.

I must have made a sound, because Stefan jerked his head toward me and smiled. “Why hello, Princess. How convenient.”

He moved toward me. I gathered my magic and flung a fireball at him. Before it could strike him, he gestured and engulfed my flame with ice. Droplets of steaming water exploded through the air.

Zareth recovered from his paralysis and charged. Stefan’s arm snaked around my waist, and his hand clamped over my mouth before I could scream. He ducked his head until his chin rested on my shoulder. The son of a bitch was using me as a shield. His hand moved from my waist, and I struggled until the cold, sharp metal dug into my neck. When had he pulled out a knife?

I looked at Zareth, silently pleading for him to help me.

Stefan pressed the blade into my flesh. “One move, brother, and I will slit her throat.”

Zareth’s eyes narrowed. “Do that, and you’ll destroy us all.”

“Try me.” The words made dread pool in my gut.

The dark man met my gaze as if trying to pass on some message. Then he vanished.

Tears suddenly prickled behind my eyes. How could he abandon me?

Stefan whispered in my ear. “I didn’t want to do it this way, but you left me no choice.” Horrid chanting echoed through my being.

Cold slammed into me like a semi-truck. The rain struck my skin, making me feel weak inside and somehow violated. Like a candle deep inside had been snuffed out. Cold was my kryptonite, but it usually didn’t weaken me this fast.

My heart thudded as I tried to call upon my powers to do something—anything. Another fireball, or perhaps beguiling him to letting me go. Yet there was nothing. I didn’t feel the slightest spark of response within. He’d done something to me that took away my powers. Was it permanent?

The hand left my mouth, and I felt him reach in the pockets of his doublet. I let out the loudest scream I could manage, hoping to either deter him or bring help.

“Scream all you want.” He smirked. “It will not make any difference. You’re mine now.”

He raised a crystal above our heads. I had no idea what that would do, only that it wouldn’t be good. I raised my knee and kicked back, slamming the heel of my boot into his balls. The knife nicked my throat before it clattered to the concrete.

Stefan fell to his knees, clutching his wounded manhood. If every instinct wasn’t screaming at me to get away from him and the crystal, I would have laughed before beating the shit out of him. Instead, I ran like hell.

I glanced over my shoulder. Zareth was nowhere in sight. Great. Some help he turned out to be.

Stefan regained his feet. He blocked the way to the rear door of the club. There was no way I’d make it back inside.

I didn’t know what else to do, so I took off down the road, hoping to lose him and maybe find somewhere to hide.

Horns honked as I ran across busy streets, darting between cars like a cat. The rain poured harder, stinging my face and blurring my vision. I cursed myself for not bringing my coat. I ran through alleys and backyards, scaled fences, and thanked the powers that be that I’d almost quit smoking.

The skirt of my black wedding dress whipped in the wind, tangling around my legs as Stefan chased me. My feet froze in my low-heeled shoes until I could hardly feel them.

I turned another corner, and the footsteps faded. The cold air burned my lungs. My eyes watered, mixing with the rain on my face. The frigid air felt like a thousand needles pierced my flesh. Fatigue weighted my muscles. I wondered how much further I could go when I saw the gates of the Maltby cemetery.

It took almost all the strength I had left to heave myself up and over the high gate. When I landed, I stopped to take a breath. I was so exhausted I wanted to lie down on the wet grass and fall asleep. The thought was tempting. Maybe I lost him.

His footsteps clattered on the road nearby. Damn it. Why wasn’t he tiring?

I pulled the tiara off my head, wincing as it tore my hair. As Stefan’s shape came into view, I hurled it at him like an awkward boomerang. Luck was with me. The silver crown struck him in the face. I hoped I drew blood and blinded the fucker, but I didn’t wait to see.

My muscles protested as I resumed running. The rain poured, soaking my clothes and matting my hair. My sides ached and my breath came in short gasps, burning my lungs. Still, I kept the pace, frantically searching for a hiding place.

It grew harder to see the further I got into the cemetery, away from the streetlights. The cloud-obscured moon reflected dimly on the tombstones. I bashed my shin on a headstone and bit back a shriek. I was slowing down. He had to be getting closer.

My thoughts halted their race as I saw a copse of trees ahead that still had a lot of orange leaves left. If I made it, I could climb up and hide in the boughs. Despite the agonizing pain in my legs, I forced myself to go faster.

It took an eternity to reach the trees. Each muscle cried out with every movement. Despite the pain and exhaustion, a joyous sound escaped my burning throat when I made it.

Zareth stepped out from the shadows, looming over me more ominously than any of my dreams. His power thundered in my skull with a force that caught my breath.

My heart tripped, and I tried to stop. My feet skidded on the wet grass and sent me sliding forward. I crashed into his arms. His hood fell back to reveal dark eyes reflecting the lightning. His sculpted lips twisted into a sinister smile. The scent of spices and dead roses emanated from the velvet of his robes. His body was hard and hot under the soft fabric.

Maybe it was the shock of running into him or pure exhaustion. The last thing I heard was rumbling thunder and whispered chanting before I collapsed in his embrace in a dead faint.




Chapter Three

 

Xochitl

 

Cold. I was so cold.

Whimpering, I curled into a ball and reached for the covers. My hand touched frigid ground. The memory of being chased by Stefan…and then falling into Zareth’s arms flashed through my consciousness. My eyes snapped open, and I bolted upright. Where the hell was I?

I stood and wrung water out of my sodden skirt. My heart slammed in my chest when I saw two moons in the sky. The gold moon was waning, the silver in its first quarter. I was in the place of my dreams.

But I saw no garden of black roses, and I was still freezing my ass off, so I was betting I was here for real this time. Where was here? For that matter, where was the bastard who brought me?

“So, the Lord of Storm and Shadow has delivered my prize.” Stefan’s voice echoed behind me.

I whirled around as the prince-charming-douche-bag stepped forward. My fists clenched in an effort to gather my power, yet my body felt as empty as a cold furnace. Whatever he’d done with that crystal remained in effect.

Why had Zareth abandoned me to Stefan? From the hostility between the brothers, I would have assumed this was the last thing he wanted to do. Betrayal weighted my heart like lead.

I hid my confusion. “The last time I saw you, you and Zareth were fighting over the privilege of dancing with me.”

Stefan smirked in a way that made me want to kick him in the balls. Again. “Why else would he leave you here, between me and his Nightmare Forest? No one can pass through those woods without growing mad from terror.” He stepped closer, and my stomach churned in disgust. “Surely, between me and the forest, I am the preferable alternative.”

Ah. Things began to make sense. I smirked back at Stefan, hoping my lips imitated his smarminess. “You mean this forest?”

His smile fractured, but he nodded. I studied him closely. The whites of his eyes showed a lot more than before, and his posture became stiff and awkward.

He can’t come any closer, I realized. He’s afraid. But I’m not.

“And what’s in this Nightmare Forest?” I asked mildly.

“Zareth’s tower.” Stefan spat his brother’s name. 

Come to me. Zareth’s words flitted in my memory. Apparently, he’d meant them literally.

Softening his tone, Stefan beckoned me closer. “If you come closer, you’ll be able to see it from where I am. Dreadful, ugly thing it is.”
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